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The importance of sex, and the meaning of sex and sexual pleasure for men aged 60 and 
older who engage in heterosexual relationships: Findings from a qualitative interview 
study 
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Crameri, C. (In press). The importance of sex, and the meaning of sex and sexual pleasure for men 
aged 60 and older: Findings from a qualitative interview study. Archives of Sexual Behavior 
 
ABSTRACT  
That many older individuals continue to engage in various forms of sexual expression 
well into later life is now well established in the literature. To date, however, only a small 
ERG\RITXDOLWDWLYHUHVHDUFKKDVH[DPLQHGROGHUPHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHVDQGXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIVH[ 
LQODWHUOLIH/LNHZLVHWKHZD\VLQZKLFKROGHUPHQ¶VGLVFXVVLRQVRQVH[PD\EHXVHGDVDQ
avenue for ³doing´ masculinity remains underexplored. Older men are particularly interesting 
in this regard, as they inhabit an increasingly subordinated position in relation to hegemonic 
masculine ideals because of their age. To what extent might this limit or, alternatively, open 
up the possibilities for sexual expression and subjectivity in later life? Drawing on a subset of 
findings from Sex, Age & Me: a national study with Australian women and men aged 60 and 
older, data from qualitative interviews with 27 Australian men are explored in this article. 
The first Australian study of its kind, we argue that older men who engage in heterosexual 
relationships draw on a diverse and complex array of discursive positions regarding sex, 
relationships and masculinity in making sense of their experiences of sex in later life. Older 
men are a heterogeneous group, and their experiences and understandings of sex do not 
simplistically follow ³decline´ or ³success´ narratives of ageing. The findings of this 
research build upon and extend emerging research illustrating the centrality of intimacy to 
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ROGHUPHQ¶VVH[XDOOLYHVZKLOHVLPXOWDQHRXVO\KLJKOLJKWLQJWKHZD\VLn which the body and 
discursive constructions of sex intersect to shape ROGHUPHQ¶VVH[XDOVXEMHFWLYLWLHV.      
 
Key words: masculinity; older men; sex; sexual pleasure; aging. 
 
INTRODUCTION 
Despite the popular perception that older people are asexual, an increasing body of 
evidence illustrates this is far from being the case. Recent research documents that many 
individuals aged in their 60s, 70s and beyond continue to engage in sexual activity of various 
kinds well into later life, and that sexual identity remains important to many people across 
their life course (Fileborn et al, 2015a, 2015b; Gott & Hinchliff, 2003; Gott, Hinchliff & 
Galena, 2004; Jagus & Benbow, 2002; Kleinplatz et al, 2013; Minichello, Plummer & 
Loxton, 2004). Rather than following a simplistic, linear ³decline´ model of reduced sexual 
functioning, the sexual lives of older people are rich and complex. While there may indeed be 
some shift in sexual ³function´ or the types of sexual behaviours engaged in, this does not 
necessarily equate to reduced sexual pleasure or desire.  
An emerging body of critical sexualities work has begun to challenge and disrupt 
models of sexual decline in later life, which privilege heteronormative, penetrative sex and 
youthful ideals of sexual practice. To date, however, the bulk of this work has been 
concerned with exploring and deconstructing the experiences of older women (Fileborn et al, 
2015a, 2015b; Hinchliff & Gott, 2008), or with critiquing biomedical models of sexual 
functioning. With some notable exceptions, there has been little qualitative research 
undertaken with older men on their experiences and understandings of sex and sexual 
practices in later life, and the discursive positions they draw on in making sense of these. By 
³GLVFXUVLYH´ZHUHIHUWRWKHGRPLQDQWFRQVWUXFWLRQVRIVH[DQGVH[XDOSUDFWLFHVWKURXJKRXU
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written and verbal communications. In order to address this gap, we draw on a subset of data 
from Sex, Age & Me: a national study with Australian women and men aged 60 and older. 
This study is the first of its kind in Australia, and internationally one of the only large, mixed 
methods studies of sexuality in later life. The findings are from in-depth qualitative 
interviews with men who have heterosexual relationships and are focused on their 
experiences and understandings of sex and sexual pleasure in older age. Specifically, in this 
article we consider how older men define the concepts of sex and sexual pleasure, the 
importance they place on sex and sexual pleasure as they age, and the ways in which they 
adjust their sexual practices to accommodate their ageing bodies or illness. Particular 
attention is paid to the discursive positions these men draw on in their discussions, which 
were underpinned by complex, and at times contradictory, discourses on gender, sex and 
relationships.  
 
Men and Sex in Later Life 
A great deal of research and discussion on sex in later life ± most of which has been 
focused on the United States, Europe, and the United Kingdom ± has been concerned with 
documenting that older people continue to have sex, and establishing the links between good 
health, quality of life and sexual activity (e.g., Camacho & Reyes-Ortiz, 2005; Corona et al, 
2010; DeLamater, 2012; DeLamater & Koepsel, 2015; Gott & Hinchliff, 2003; Karraker & 
DeLamater, 2013; Menard et al, 2015; Schick et al, 2010; Smith et al, 2012; Waite et al, 
2015; Wang et al, 2008). This body of research suggests that a majority of older men (and 
women) remain sexually active through either penetrative or non-penetrative sexual activity, 
although this tends to decline for those in ³deeper´ old age (75-80 years old ± Bergstrom & 
Nielsen, 1990; Corona et al, 2010; Karraker & DeLamater, 2013; Schick et al, 2010). Older 
men consistently express more interest and engagement in sexual activity than women 
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(though this is often linked to a lack of available sexual partners for older women), and place 
higher levels of importance on sex, although this too can decline with age (Bergstrom & 
Nielsen, 1990; DeLamater & Koepsel, 2015; Karraker & DeLamater, 2013; Trudel et al, 
2014; Waite et al, 2015; Wang et al, 2008). Older men also report higher levels of subjective 
sexual well-being in comparison to their female counterparts (Laumann et al, 2006). 
%HFNPDQDQGFROOHDJXHV¶6ZHGLVKUHVHDUFKZLWKIRXUELUWKcohorts of 70 year old men 
found that sexual activity increased from 47% to 66% from the 1971-1972 to 2000-2001 
cohorts. This suggests not only that many older men remain sexually active and that sex 
remains important as they age, but also that the proportion of older men who are sexually 
active is increasing over time.  
Studies conducted to date across the U.S., U.K., and Europe have tended to take a 
narrow view of what constitutes ³sexual activity´, often limiting this definition to penetrative 
and penis-in-vagina intercourse, or acts that otherwise require an erect and hard penis (e.g., 
Beckman et al, 2014; Camacho & Reyes-Ortiz, 2005; Lee et al, 2015; Messaoudi et al, 2011; 
Smith et al, 2012. See Gilbert et al, 2013; Sandberg, 2015; Ussher et al, 2013 in support of 
this claim). It is not clear that such narrow definitions reflect the ways in which older men 
themselves understand sex ± a matter that we investigate further in this article. While 
qualitative research conducted in the United States by Lodge and colleagues (2012) found 
that older heterosexual couples defined sex as constituting penetrative vaginal intercourse, 
others have found that older individuals decentre the importance of penetrative sex in later 
life (see below). Likewise, there has been a preoccupation with a bio-medical perspective of 
sexual ³functioning´ in later life at the expense of considering the quality and pleasure of 
sexual encounters, and the role of social and cultural norms in governing sexual expression 
(Arrington, 2000; DeLamater, 2012; DeLamater & Koepsel, 2015; DeLamater & Still, 2005; 
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Gilbert et al, 2013; Hughes, 2011; Mamo & Fishman, 2001; Marshall, 2012; Menard et al, 
2015; Potts, 2000; Sandberg, 2015).  
It has been argued that existing research has tended to position sex in later life within 
two seemingly contradictory discourses. The first of these views (heterosexual) sex as part of 
the ³healthy´ or ³successful´ ageing agenda ± where remaining ³youthful´ (or middle-aged) 
becomes a signifier of having aged ³well´ (Calasanti & King, 2005; Hinchliff & Gott, 2008; 
Marshall, 2012; Menard et al, 2015; Sandberg, 2013a, 2015). The other half of this binary 
depicts sex in later life as part of a ³decline´ PRGHORIDJHLQJZKHUHROGHUSHRSOH¶VVH[XDOLW\
is positioned as ³less than´ that of their younger counterparts. Here, sexual desire is described 
as gradually tapering off as we grow older and slide into ³asexuality´ (Jagus & Benbow, 
2002; Menard et al, 2015). For instance, changes in sexual function as we age are constructed 
as dysfunctional (see, for example, Camacho & Reyes-Ortiz, 2005; Corona et al, 2010; Lee et 
al, 2015), implying a departure from an optimally functional, youthful norm (Loe, 2001; 
Potts, 2000; Trudel et al, 2014). Although these discursive positions may initially seem 
contradictory, they in fact both work to valorise youth at the expense of the experiences and 
material realities of older people (Calasanti & King, 2005; Sandberg, 2013b; Thorpe, 
Fileborn & Hurd-Clarke, in press).  
Additionally, as Menard and colleagues (2015) argue, this bifurcation of bodies as 
either ³functional´ or ³dysfunctional´ serves to limit the possibilities of sexual expression, 
meaning and pleasure in later life (see also Potts, 2000; Sandberg, 2013a, 2013b, 2015). Such 
a stance also fails to reflect the experiences of at least some people in later life. For example, 
particLSDQWVLQ0HQDUGHWDO¶V qualitative Canadian study on optimal sexual experiences 
reported that ³their sexual experiences had steadily improved in quality over their lifetimes´, 
with ³great´ sex requiring the development of skills through experience, NQRZOHGJHRIRQH¶V
SDUWQHU¶VERG\DQGGHVLUHV and maturation (2015: 83). Optimal sexual experiences continued 
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to be experienced even in the face of so-called sexual ³difficulties´ or ³dysfunction´. 
Likewise, based on the findings of their quantitative Canadian research, Trudel et al., (2014: 
e45) observe that ³the concept of sexuality, sexual desire and sexual satisfaction changes as 
we age,´ with a shift away from an emphasis on genital-based sexual activities (see also 
Helmes & Chapman, 2012; McCarthy, Farr & McDonald, 2013; Yee, 2010). Lodge et al 
(2012) also report that the sexual experiences of mid- to-later life couples are characterised 
by change, though the ways in which this change is understood varied depending on the 
couples¶ VWDJHLQWKHOLIHFRXUVH)RULQVWDQFHDOOFRXSOHVLQ/RGJHHWDO¶V (2012) U.S-based 
qualitative study reported a decline in sexual frequency, but an increase in the quality of their 
sexual encounters. Some participants indicated that they found changes in their sexual lives 
distressing when they failed to adhere to gender-based norms of (hetero)sexuality within 
marriage. Older couples in their sample tended to emphasise emotional intimacy, rather than 
sex, within their relationships particularly if they were no longer able to have penetrative 
intercourse. 6DQGEHUJ¶VDUHVHDUFKZLWKROGHU6ZHGLVKPHQDOVRIRXQGWKDWROGHUPHQ
renegotiated the significance of an erection and penetrative intercourse to sex, instead 
emphasising the importance of iQWLPDF\)RU6DQGEHUJ¶VSDUWLFLSDQWs, this in some respects 
opened up the space to take up different sexual subjectivities.  
Sandberg (2013a, 2015) contends that it is more productive to conceptualise older 
sexuality as different rather than ³other´ to a youthful sexuality; a concept she refers to as 
³affirmative old age.´ This approach seeks to affirm the diversity of sexual practices in later 
life, while acknowledging the material realities of ageing bodies. This is achieved through the 
construction of older sex as the continual production of difference, and in seeking to value 
equally all forms of sexual expression/non-expression rather than reinforcing the ³sexy 
oldie´/ ³asexual´ binary. Affirmative old age enables us to ³affirm the differences that ageing 
bodies produce without understanding them as involving decline or loss´ (Sandberg, 2013b: 
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26). However, it is important to note that seeking to value this continual production of 
difference does not equate to treating the sexual practices and talk of older people un-
critically, or as existing within a social and cultural vacuum (Thorpe, Fileborn, & Hurd-
Clarke, in-press). 
 
Hegemonic Masculinities and Sex/Sexuality 
The way we talk about sex, and sexual identity, is inextricably linked to gender 
performance (Bertone & Camoletto, 2009; Sandberg, 2015). Our discussions about sex and 
our sexual practices are shaped by, and used as a means of performing, our gender ± and, 
more specifically in the context of this article, masculinity(s). There is a pressing need to 
consider the ways in which dominant norms of masculinity, or hegemonic masculinity, shape 
the experiences and beliefs of older men about sex. How do older men position their own 
experiences in relation to hegemonic masculine norms about sex and sexuality, and in what 
ways might they challenge and resist these, particularly as they are increasingly unable to 
adhere to a hegemonic masculinity that is based upon youthful bodies and youthful 
sexualities (Calasanti, 2004; Calasanti & King, 2005; Fleming, 1999; Lodge & Umberson, 
2013; Spector-Mersel, 2006)? 
Following Butler (1990) and West and Zimmerman (1989), we view gender as fluid 
and situated. Rather than having some underlying, essential, and stable basis, gender is 
constantly in the process of being ³accomplished´ or ³performed´ through our speech, 
clothing and corporeal presentation, bodily movements, and other practices, including sexual 
ones (Johnson Jr, 2010). Yet, while gender may be fluid and mutable this does not mean that 
it is experienced or performed in an unrestrained way. Our gendered performances continue 
to be shaped and constrained by structural forces and social and cultural norms, and in 
conversation with the materiality of the body (Connell, 2005; Doull et al, 2013; Drummond, 
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2011; Fleming, 1999; Hilario, 2015; Johnson Jr, 2010). Not all gendered performances or 
accomplishments are created equal. When it comes to masculinity, certain expressions and 
ways of ³being´ a man are valued more than others. Connell terms this ³hegemonic 
masculinity´: the version of masculinity that is valorised within a particular setting at the 
expense of other, subordinated masculinities (Connell & Messerschmidt, 2005). While very 
few men in reality meet the ideals of hegemonic masculinity, it is the standard against which 
all masculinities are judged, and even those men who do not adhere to this standard may be 
complicit in maintaining hegemonic norms. 
In relation to sexuality and sexual behaviour, hegemonic (and heteronormative) 
masculinity can be performed by younger men through ³avoiding emotional relationships, 
pursuing sexual pleasure selfishly, and participating in a culture of sexual triumphs´ (Barrios 
& Lundquist, 2012). Hegemonic masculinity positions young men as sexually aggressive, 
dominant, and experienced, particularly in relation to a passive, chaste female sexuality 
(Doull et al, 2013; Philaretou & Allen, 2001) ± although this can vary across relationship 
contexts (Elmerstig et al, 2014). Flood (2008) argues that heterosexual sexual activity is 
central to being seen as suitably ³masculine.´ The penis (and particularly the erect, 
ejaculating penis), Broom (2004: 84) suggests, can be considered the ³FODVVLF³VRXUFH´RI
KHWHURVH[XDOPDVFXOLQLW\«DQGPDOH-female intercourse´ (see also Calasanti, 2004; Calasanti 
& King, 2005; Elmerstig et al, 2014; Gilbert et al, 2013; Hughes, 2011; Johnson, 2010; Loe, 
2001; Philaretou & Allen, 2001; Potts, 2000). This hegemonic masculine sexual performance 
is typically constructed as a ³natural,´ overpowering biological drive within dominant 
discourses, which results in men being the relentless pursuers of sex, with women as their 
passive targets (Bertone & Camoletto, 2009; Camoletto & Bertone, 2010; Potts, 2000).  
To date, however, the majority of work carried out on masculinities and sexuality has 
focused on younger men. We know comparatively little about the ways in which older men 
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construct and perform their masculinity, whether in sexual or other contexts (Alex et al, 2008; 
Bertone & Camoletto, 2009; Calasanti, 2004; Calasanti & King, 2005; Fleming, 1999; 
Hughes, 2011; Lodge & Umberson, 2013; Spector-Mersel, 2006). Research conducted to date 
illustrates the ways in which hegemonic norms regarding male bodies and heterosexuality 
VKDSHPHQ¶VHPERGLHGH[SHULHQFHVRIWKHLUDJHLQJERGLHV/RGJHDQG8PEHUVRQ¶V 
qualitative research with middle-aged men in the United States illustrates that men can 
experience corporeal changes (such as difficulties achieving an erection) as distressing as 
they signal a failure to adhere to the hegemonic masculine norms discussed previously, thus 
challenging their status as ³masculine´ (see also Lodge et al, 2012). These men largely 
continued to adhere to essentialist, hegemonic norms regarding male sexuality, which Lodge 
and Umberson (2013, p.230) argue may be operating as an attempt ³to protect and defend a 
masculine identity in respoQVHWRWKHWKUHDWWKDWDJLQJERGLHV«SRVHWRWKDWLGHQWLW\.´ In 
FRQWUDVWSDUWLFLSDQWVLQ6DQGEHUJ¶VD, p.272) Swedish research were able to reinterpret 
changes in erectile dysfunction through the lens of ³becoming a better man, [and] a reshaping 
of desirable masculinity´ enabling them to avoid experiencing such changes as a distressing 
loss. The seemingly stark differences in these findings point to the potential for cultural and 
social context as playing a mediating role in how men experience their ageing, sexual bodies, 
and the specific experiences of older Australian men remain under-examined in the current 
literature.  
The type of hegemonic masculinity that is valorised, and the qualities this entails, is 
contextually, culturally, and temporally specific (Lodge et al, 2012; Spector-Mersel, 2006). 
Thus, we cannot assume that the same hegemonic masculine performances will be valued 
across different countries, cultural groups, socio-economic groups, age groups and so on ± or 
that men within and across these groups will have the resources necessary to perform 
hegemonic masculine ideals (Calasanti, 2004; Calasanti & King, 2005; Drummond, 2011; 
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Johnson Jr, 2010; Philaretou & Allen, 2001). For this reason it is important to consider the 
specific experiences of older Australian men as older men, and to examine the ways in which 
³old age intersects with other systems of privilege and oppression´ (Calasanti, 2004: s306; 
see also Arrington, 2000, 2003; Fleming, 1999; Lodge & Umberson, 2013). That is, we must 
take into account the ways in which age and gender co-constitute one another. The findings 
contained herein therefore provide a valuable addition to this field of research.  
The men who participated in our study largely came of age1 in the ³sexual revolution´ 
of the 1960s and 70s in Australia and other Western countries. Significant shifts in sexual 
practices, attitudes and scripts occurred during and after this time ± although the true extent 
of this change has been contested and debated. Nonetheless, the men in this study have likely 
lived through significant change regarding gender and sexual roles and norms, and their 
sexual practices and attitudes are situated within these varied, competing, and often-
contradictory discourses. As Bertone and Camoletto (2009: 370) observe, these shifts ³have 
implications for the way in which they [older men] ³do´ their masculinities,´ with many of 
the men in their qualitative study of middle-age Italian men drawing on a complex 
³patchwork´ of traditional and contemporary sexual scripts and masculinities. Alternatively, 
Spector-Mersel (2006: 68) contends that there is an ³absence of cultural guidelines for being 
both a ³true´ man and an aging person.´ While Spector-Mersel suggests that this contributes 
towards something of an identity crisis or ³struggle´ for older men, we should also question 
the extent to which this supposed lack of age-specific norms might in fact open up 
possibilities for older men in terms of the subject positions they assume. 
For older men, the interplay between masculinities, sexuality and health are 
particularly important to consider, as illness or shifts in bodily functions can pose ³a serious 
WKUHDWWRPHQ¶VJHQGHUHGVHQVHRIself´ (Calasanti, 2004: s311; see also Broom, 2004; Gilbert 
                                                             
1
 ³Came of age´ refers to when these men became socially and legally recognised adults. 
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et al, 2013; Ussher et al, 2013). While we do not wish to perpetuate ³decline´ narratives of 
ageing, it nonetheless remains important to acknowledge the material realities of ageing 
bodies (Calasanti & King, 2005; DeLamater & Koepsel, 2015; Fleming, 1999; Gilbert et al, 
2013; Sandberg, 2013a, 2013b). Part of these material realities can involve the increasing 
likelihood of facing ill-health and diseaseZLWKVXEVHTXHQWLPSOLFDWLRQVIRUPHQ¶Vsense of 
masculinity for example due to changes in erectile functioning (Arrington, 2000; Broom, 
2004; Messaoudi et al, 2011; Philaretou & Allen, 2001; Potts, 2000; Sandberg, 2013b). 
Retaining (or medically generating) the ability to engage in penetrative intercourse in later 
life can represent DPHDQVRIVXFFHVVIXOO\SHUIRUPLQJRQH¶VPDVFXOLQLW\*LOEHUWHWDO
Johnson Jr, 2010; Potts, 2000), as well as a means of doing ³successful´ ageing. Such 
discourses perpetuate bio-medical models of sex and sexual functioning, where ³sex´ 
requires an erect penis, occluding other forms of sexual expression and pleasure (Gilbert et al, 
2013; Potts, 2000; Sandberg, 2015). Although older men and women also renegotiate the 
importance of and meanings assigned to sex, or take steps to adjust their sexual practices to 
accommodate for illness or ageing bodies (Arrington, 2003; Fileborn et al, 2015a; Gott & 
Hinchliff, 2003; Hughes, 2011; Sandberg, 2013a, 2013b, 2015; Ussher et al, 2013). Thus, 
older men are also able to challenge these dominant norms of sex and masculinity, as much 
as they may be constrained by them.  
Together, the discussion here illustrates that a range of competing discourses on 
masculinity, sex, relationships and ROGHUDJHPD\LQWHUVHFWWRVKDSHROGHUPHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHV
of sex in later life. Our research seeks to extend current theoretical and empirical work by 
examining the ways in which a diverse sample of older Australian men who engage in 
heterosexual relationships negotiate this complex, contradictory, and fluid discursive web 
relating to masculinity, ageing bodies, and sex in later life.  
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METHOD 
This paper draws on the findings from 27 one-on-one, semi-structured interviews with 
Australian men who engage in heterosexual relationships aged 60 years and older conducted 
from August 2015 to January 2016. These interviews form a subset of data from a larger 
VWXG\WKDWVRXJKWWRH[SORUHROGHU$XVWUDOLDQV¶LQFOXGLQJZRPHQ¶V) sexual practices, and 
knowledge of sexually transmitted infections and safer-sex. Ethics approval was received 
from the [Institution] Human Research Ethics Committee prior to the commencement of the 
research. Participants for the interviews were recruited through a survey conducted in the first 
phase of the study. Although the survey was available online and in hard copy, all interview 
participants were recruited through the online survey as only a very small number of hard 
copy surveys were returned. Survey participants who were interested in taking part in an 
interview were asked to provide their name and contact email. A total of 517 individuals 
expressed interest in taking part in an interview. A random sample of 175 men and women 
were contacted via email with further information, and were asked to contact the interviewer 
(Author 1) if they would like to participate. The total number of interviews conducted was 
dependent on data saturation. Twenty-nine interviews with older men were conducted in 
total. 
The men were in a diverse range of relationship types at the time of interview: 13 
were married; 6 were in a relationship; 5 were single; 4 were in open-relationships or had 
multiple partners; and 1 was a widower. One participant was currently studying in higher 
education, 8 were employed, 6 were semi-retired (still engaged in a small amount of paid 
employment each week), and 14 were retired. While we did not routinely ask participants 
about their educational background, many participants mentioned having undertaken higher 
education, and described being employed (currently or previously) in skilled or professional 
employment. Given the previous lack of research on this topic, particularly within Australia, 
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we purposefully sought to recruit a diverse sample of men rather than honing in on any 
particular sub-group.  
The interviews were conducted by the first-named author, a young woman, either by 
phone (n=23), Skype (n=5), or face-to-face (n=1) depending on the SDUWLFLSDQW¶V preference 
and geographical location. While conducting interviews by phone has been associated with 
lower quality data (Holt, 2010), given the sensitive nature of aspects of this project it was 
important for participants to be afforded a level of control over their mode of participation 
(see also, Hanna, 2012; Holt, 2010; Trier-Bieniek, 2012). Additionally, there is some 
evidence to suggest that telephone interviews can contribute towards increased participant 
comfort in discussing potentially sensitive topics, for example because they afford a greater 
sense of anonymity (Novick, 2011; Sturges & Hanrahan, 2004; Trier-Bieniek, 2012). Novick 
also contends that there is little evidence to support the notion that telephone interviews result 
in lower quality dataDQGWKLVLVIXUWKHUVXSSRUWHGE\+ROW¶VH[SHULHQFHVLQFonducting 
qualitative phone interviews. Similarly, Hanna (2012, p.241) argues that conducting 
interviews over Skype can also provide a practical alternative to face-to-face interviews by 
providing ³not only synchronous interaction between the research and their SDUWLFLSDQW´while 
also overcoming criticisms of phone interviews ³associated with losing visual and 
interpersonal aspects of the interaction´. While both Hanna (2012) and Holt (2010) note that 
Skype and phone interviews come with their own particular challenges and benefits, there 
appears to be little evidence to suggest that they generate lower quality data. 
7KHLQWHUYLHZVFKHGXOHIRFXVHGRQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶XQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIVH[DQGVH[XDO
satisfaction, how important sex and sexual satisfaction were to them, their understandings of 
safer sex and the safer sex practices they use, their help seeking practices, and background 
demographic information. As the interviews took a semi-structured approach, additional lines 
of questioning were taken based upon the unique issues raised in each interview. On average, 
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the interviews took 30-60 minutes to complete. Each interview was digitally-recorded and 
transcribed by a professional service. The transcripts were de-identified, and participants 
were assigned pseudonyms.  
The qualitative data were analysed using the software package NVivo. A thematic 
analysis was undertaken following Ezzy (2002) and Braun and Clarke (2006). The first-
named author conducted the primary analysis. This process involved an initial close reading 
and initial coding of the transcripts. Notes were made identifying emerging themes, using the 
interview questions and core study aims (e.g., discourses on sex and relationships, 
understandings of safer sex) as initial code categories. In vivo codes were also identified 
throughout this process based on emergent themes and patterns within the data. This process 
was then repeated in NVivo, with the data sorted into code and sub-code categories. 
Particular attention was paid to the recurrent themes and patterns in the data, but also to cases 
that contradicted, complicated or otherwise sat outside of the dominant thematic categories. 
This enabled XVWRDFFRXQWIRUWKHFRPSOH[LW\DQGQXDQFHLQROGHUSHRSOH¶VH[SHULHQFHV$
random sample of interview transcripts (n=10) was independently coded by X-named author 
to ensure the validity of the coding. Both coders agreed on the themes, with no coding 
differences identified. A total of 26 themes were identified, 4 of which we discuss in this 
paper. Namely, these interlinking themes are: ³What is sex´ (6 codes, 2 sub-codes); 
³Importance of sex´ (7 codes); ³Sexual satisfaction´ (11 codes); and, ³Discourses on sex´ (4 
codes). 
 
RESULTS 
What is Sex? 
Physical Behaviour ± Broad or Hierarchical Definitions 
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Participants were asked to reflect on what the term ³sex´ meant to them. In terms of 
WKHSK\VLFDODFWVWKDWFRQVWLWXWHVH[SDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHVIHOOLQWRWKHRYHUDUFKLQJ
categories of ³broad´ or ³hierarchical´ definitions of sex. ³Broad´ definitions of sex were 
typically inclusive in terms of the scope of behaviours that participants counted as being sex. 
These participants generally rejected discourses that privileged penetrative intercourse as 
being ³real´ sex. Herman (65yr, heterosexual, married 40years), for example, commented 
that it was challenging to define sex because ³Lt's wide ranging, and I suppose in society 
when people talk about sex it's sexual intercourse, but I think it's«a lot more than that.´  
For participants who drew on broad discursive positions, it was often the intention and 
meaning assigned to a behaviour that rendered it sexual. For Herman, sex was about having 
an ³intimate´ connection with someone. Kane (63yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 3 
months) described partnered sex as involving exploration of ³HDFKRWKHU¶VERGLHVDQG
arousing each RWKHU¶VSDVVLRQVDQG«IXOILOOLQJHDFKRWKHU¶VQHHGVDQGGHVLUHV,´ rather than 
relying on a particular set of behaviours or practices.  
Several participants defined sex as involving multiple components, of which physical 
behaviour was only one part. Shane (72yr, heterosexual, married 50 years), for example, 
viewed sex as ³DERGLO\ELRORJLFDOGULYH«VRPHWKLQJWREHHQMR\HG«VRPHWKLQJWKDWFDQEH
YHU\PXFKXVHGLQDUHODWLRQVKLSWRDIILUPERWK\RXUVHOIDQG«WKHRWKHUSHUVRQ.´ For Shane, 
sex included ³everything that is beyond societ\¶V generally accepted physical contact.´ 
6KDQH¶VRZQVH[XDOSUDFWLFHVFRQVisted of a rich fantasy life, which included both 
heterosexual and homosexual elements, and masturbation. He also engaged in fondling and 
cuddling with his wife, who had been unable to engage in penetrative sex for approximately 
30 years due to a health condition. Another participant, Ryan (65yr, heterosexual, single), 
saw sex as involving emotional, intellectual, and physical intimacy. 
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Relatedly, for participants who drew on broader understandings, what ³counted´ as 
sex was often highly context-dependent. That is, the same behaviours could be either sexual 
or not (or occupy some space between sexual/not-sexual) depending upon the context in 
which they occurred, the individuals involved, and the intent, meaning, and qualities of the 
EHKDYLRXU7KLVGLVWLQFWLRQZDVPRVWDSSDUHQWLQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶responses to a question on 
whether acts such as kissing or cuddling could be considered sexual. For instance, Vaughn 
(71yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 8 years) differentiated between platonic and sexual 
kissing based on the corporeal locations (or ³body map´) of the kiss and its temporal qualities 
(e.g., a brief ³peck´ as compared to a lingering ³nuzzle´). 
In contrast, a minority of participants discussed sex in more hierarchical terms, where 
certain acts were classified and ordered according to their perceived level of sexual intensity. 
Such constructions typically drew on the notion that penetrative intercourse constituted ³real´ 
VH[7KLVZDVHQFDSVXODWHGLQ)LQQ¶V (60yr, heterosexual, widower 1 year) assertion that sex 
is when ³a man gets an erection of his penis and he inserts it inWRDIHPDOH¶VYDJLQD.´ These 
VH[XDOKLHUDUFKLHVDWWLPHVDOVRUHIOHFWHG5XELQ¶VFRQFHSWRIWKH³charmed circle´ of 
sexual acts. That is, certain sexual practices appeared to be constructed as ³acceptable´, 
respectable or ³normal´ in comparison to others. For instance, Brendan (71yr, heterosexual, 
married 43 years) said in discussing his sexual practices, ³tKHUH¶VQRWKLQJXQXVXDOLQRWKHU
ZRUGVWKHUH¶VQRDQDOVH[RUDQ\WKLQJOLNHWKDW, LW¶VMXVWSXUHVWUDLJKWVWDQGDUGLQWHUFRXUVH.´ 
Brendan appears to be constructing a hierarchy here between ³normal´ and ³unusual´ sexual 
practices, with anal sex positioned as different to a heterosexual norm. 
Hierarchical definitions tended to focus more strongly on classifying sexual 
behaviours. As a result, sex was often defined by these participants in a binary way, with 
certain behaviours either counting or not as sex. Again, this was often clearly reflected in 
WKHVHSDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHVWRZKHWKHUNLVVLQJDQGFXGGOLQJ³count´ as sex:   
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Well as a sex act it¶s physical intercourse, which probably includes«oral 
DQGJHQLWDOVH[EXW,ZRXOGQ¶WFRXQWNLVVLQJ«cuddling«as sex acts. They can 
be other sort of social gestures. (Norman, 69yr, heterosexual, married 14 years) 
 
While participants such as Shane embraced masturbation as a core component of his 
sexual practices, and did not construct this as being ³less than´ penetrative sex, for other 
participants this was not the case. Xavier (65yr, heterosexual, married 42 years), for example, 
described masturbation as ³not as satisfying´ as partnered sex, though it was still a regular 
part of his sexual repertoire. 
 
Sex as Intimacy and Bonding 
$FRPPRQWKHPHLQRXUSDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHVKLQWHGDWHDUOLHULQRXUGLVFXVVLRQ
was the centrality of intimacy and bonding in understandings of what sex ³is´. In these 
discussions, sex was defined in relation to its emotional rather than physical qualities ± 
though these were often seen as being intertwined and as co-informing one another. For 
Aiden (63yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 6 years), sexual intimacy (broadly defined) was 
an essential component of his romantic relationships with women ³because I think iW¶VMXVW
such a bonding experience.´ Several participants defined sex as a physical manifestation or 
expression of love, although one participant, George (69yr, heterosexual, in an open 
relationship 10 years), contested the linking of sex with romantic love stating that there is ³a 
huge difference between loving somebody and having sex with somebody.´ Jack (64yr, 
heterosexual, married 7years) constructed sex as an exclusive form of communication 
between partners in that it is ³VRPHWKLQJWKDW¶VSULYDWHDQGunderstood between the two of 
you.´ 
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Another participant, Leroy (73yr, heterosexual, in a relationship, 12 years), 
understood sex as: 
 
Just a part of a relationship in the sense that«it is about trust and it¶s 
about sharing something very intimate with each other, and being able to share 
RQH¶VIHHOLQJVWKRXJKWVIHDUVDQ[LHWLHVEHLQJDEOHWRWDONDERXWGRLQJWKLQJV
exploring really.  
 
Sex is arguably constructed here as a ³natural extension´ of trusting relationships. 
Participants commonly drew on discourses that position sex as a component of romantic love, 
where sex was a form of vulnerability and exposure, and this sits in stark contrast to 
hegemonic ideals of invulnerability and emotional ³strength´ or stoicism. However, as 
Sandberg (2013b) argues, this linking of sex with intimacy also works to construct a norm of 
respectable heterosexuality (and, by extension, respectable masculinity) for older men. 
Aaron (65yr, heterosexual, single) used his discussions on sex as an avenue of 
performing and establishing his masculinity in opposition to what he saw as an unrefined and 
out-dated masculinity centred on male pleasure: 
 
The male dinosaurs as I call them that think sex is the rumpy pumpy that 
lasts 20 seconds«let¶s face it, you can go to a prostitute and get that, or you can 
get your right hand and go for it. Not interested. It¶s more than that, it¶s the 
intimacy, it¶s the knowing that your partner is both caring and loving and you feel 
completely at ease.  
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Aaron appears to reject traditional masculine ideals of sex centred on male pleasure, 
in favour of an ideal based on intimacy. He also discussed having erectile dysfunction, so it is 
possible that this shift away from penetrative sex to intimacy and care provided a framework 
for Aaron to make sense of these physiological changes, and to maintain his masculine 
identity by displacing hegemonic norms with intimacy-based norms. This shift may also 
enable Aaron to obtain sexual pleasure outside the confines of phallocentric models of sex. 
+RZHYHU$DURQ¶VFRPPHQWVFRXOGEHUHDGDVFRQVWUXFWLQJDnother hierarchical model of sex, 
which works to privilege intimacy at the expense of the ³lesser´ acts of masturbation or 
engaging sex workers.  
 
Change Over Time 
Participants were asked to reflect on whether their understandings of sex had changed 
over time, with a minority reporting that their understandings had shifted as they aged. While 
the reasons for these shifts varied, they typically centred on the diversification and refining of 
their sexual practices that came with age and experience, the influence of learning 
opportunities throughout adulthood (which also enabled this diversification and refinement of 
sexual practice), and physical changes and ill-health.  
The vast majority of participants reflected on the limited education they received 
about sex and sexual pleasure when they were younger. As noted earlier, participants came of 
age in an era where sex was largely considered taboo, with sexual norms centring on 
procreation and male pleasure. Participants variably reported receiving messages that sex was 
³dirty´ or ³shameful,´ that it belonged in the confines of monogamous heterosexual marriage, 
or they were simply not told anything at all. For several participants, this subsequently 
involved a process of ³unlearning´ and re-educating themselves about sex across their adult 
lives. Shane (72yr, heterosexual, married 50 years), for example, discussed how his 
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university education and ongoing engagement with theory and research on sex and sexuality 
enabled him to begin to question and challenge the ³Catholic dRJPDWKDWZH¶G
EHHQ«LQGRFWULQDWHGZLWK´ as a child. For Shane, this enabled him to critique Catholic sexual 
mores on homosexuality, and opened up the space for him to begin to explore his own 
homosexual desires through fantasy, though he still identified as heterosexual. Shane¶V 
experience illustrates that the ways in which sex is defined and understood, and the discursive 
positions drawn on, can shift and evolve over time. There is not necessarily one subject 
position that men take up in relation to masculinity and sex, and coming into older age can 
create the opportunity to step away from more normative scripts.  
Aiden (63yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 6 years) reflected on how, for him, sex 
had become more pleasurable as he got older. Similarly to paUWLFLSDQWVLQ0HQDUGHWDO¶V
(2015) study, Aiden thought that his sexual skills had improved immensely with time and 
SUDFWLFHLQFRPSDULVRQWRKLV\RXWKZKHQKHZDV³EORRG\KRSHOHVV.´$GGLWLRQDOO\QRORQJHU
having to worry about issues such as pregnancy PHDQWWKDWVH[ZDVQRZ³PRUHUHOD[HGDQG
just easy and nice.´ 
Another participant linked shifts in his sexual practices to the corporeal changes that 
can accompany ageing. For Wesley (69yr, heterosexual, single), older age was viewed less as 
an opportunity to open up sexual possibilities. Instead, Wesley framed changes to his sexual 
practices as being about ³expectations, and as you get older your expectation obviously 
becomes a lot more realistic in line with your age, and your condition.´ As Wesley said ³I 
VXSSRVHVH[WRPHQRZPHDQV«EHLQJSK\VLFDOO\LQWLPDWHEXWQRWQHFHVVDULO\\RXNQRZWKH
sex act itself.´ Rather than representing an opportunity to engage in more diverse (and, 
potentially pleasurable) sexual activities, for Wesley this shift from penetrative sex to 
³physical intimacy´ was met with a sense of implied resignation or loss: it reflects the 
limitations or ³realities´ of his ageing body, rather than a space for exploration.  
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For other participants, their sexual practices and definitions of sex shifted after 
significant illness. Marty (77yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 22 years) discussed how 
having a radical prostatectomy had left him unable to achieve an erection. As a result, he and 
his wife adjusted their sexual practices away from penetration to a focus on oral sex and 
frottage2. While Marty expressed a sense of loss and regret, saying ³,¶GOLNHLWEHWWHULf I could 
have erections,´ he also renegotiated the importance of penetrative sex as ³probably a small 
price to pay for not dying of prostate cancer.´ Another participant, Ben (77yr, heterosexual, 
married 50 years), who had also had a radical prostatectomy expressed frustration at having 
to ³fiddle around to be able to get an erection,´DQGWKDWKHZDV³DELWVLFNRIGRLQJDOOWKDW.´ 
As a result, his sexual practices now centred on digital stimulation (Ben did not further 
elaborate on what this entailed). Both Marty and Ben decentre the importance of being able to 
achieve an erection in their sexual lives ± though Marty is clearly ambivalent here. 
 
How Important is Sex? 
Participants were asked to reflect on the importance of sex to them. There was 
considerable variation with regards to the importance men assigned to sex, and the reasons 
they provided for this. Responses were complex and highly context-dependent, and the 
importance varied on a continuum from highly important to less essential than it had been in 
the past. 
For the majority of participants, sex was described as an essential or highly important 
aspect of their lives. For Aaron (65yr, heterosexual, single), sex was an essential component 
of ³being a man´:  
 
6RZKDW¶VLPSRUWDQWDERXWLWWR\RXZK\LVLWLPSRUWDQW" 
                                                             
2
 ³Frottage´ refers to the practice of rubbing bodies (usually clothed) against each other as a form of sexual 
pleasure and satisfaction. 
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Why is it important, what sort of question is that? It defines what a man is, 
GRHVQ¶WLW" 
 
7KHUHLVVRPHWHQVLRQKHUHZLWK$DURQ¶VHDUOLHUFRPPHQWVZKHUHKHappeared to 
distance himself from certain aspects of hegemonic masculinity. Here, he draws on the 
stereotypical notion that heterosexual sex is a key pathway through which masculinity is 
³done.´ Aaron also discussed having erectile dysfunction. It may be that Aaron sought to 
reject or place less importance upon aspects of masculinity that do not accord with his 
embodied experiences of sex (e.g., the notion that ³real´ sex requires an erect penis and 
penetration), while simultaneously making claims to centre himself within hegemonic 
masculinity (e.g., that sex is integral to ³being a man´). Similarly WR%HUWRQHDQG&DPHOOR¶V 
(2009) participants, Aaron draws on a complex array of discursive positions on sex and 
masculinity in making sense of his experiences.  
The importance of sex was also context and relationship dependent. For example, Carl 
(62yr, heterosexual, multiple relationships) was in long-term relationships with two different 
partners (with both of these relationships spanning approximately 13 years), and also had one 
casual sexual partner. Carl lived with one of his long-term partners on a regular basis. Carl 
commented that sex was more important for him with the two partners that he did not live 
with. Carl described how he managed ³the level of sexuality in the relationship with the 
woman I live with downwards´ (that is, he had less frequent sexual interaction with this 
partner) so that he was able to continue to manage having sex regularly with his other two 
partners, one of whom he viewed as frequently ³needing´ sex. Relatedly, while Jack (64, 
heterosexual, married 7 years) saw sex as very important, he commented that ³LW¶VLPSRUWDQW
as a long term thing not a short term thing,´ in recognition that sexual desire and activity can 
ebb and flow during different times in SHRSOH¶V lives. Such comments could be read as 
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drawing on non-hegemonic norms in comparison to dominant constructions of male sexual 
desire as enduring, consistent and strong.  
The men attributed a range of reasons to the importance of sex, and these often 
aligned closely with their definitions of what sex is. For example, participants commonly 
stated that sex was important to them because of its role in bonding and developing or 
maintaining intimacy in a romantic relationship, and this further highlights the way in which 
the concepts of intimacy and bonding weaveGWKURXJKYLUWXDOO\DOODVSHFWVRISDUWLFLSDQWV¶
sexual lives. Ben (77yr, heterosexual, married 50 years) reflected that for him sex was 
important ³because you¶re connecting at a very intimate way, I think that spreads into other 
parts of your relationship, and makes you both much closer.´ This type of intimacy was often 
seen as being different to other types of relationships. That is, sex was important because it 
offered a ³higher´ level of intimacy and closeness that could not be (or was not) provided 
through platonic relationships.  
For other participants, the importance of sex was apparent in their discussion on the 
absence of partnered sex in their relationships. Leroy (73yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 12 
years) expressed a sense of loss and sadness over what he described as a lacklustre sexual 
relationship with his long-term partner7KHLPSRUWDQFHRIVH[FDPHWKURXJKLQ/HUR\¶V
comment that ³ZH¶UHPLVVLQJRXWRQVRPHWKLQJLVKRZ,IHHODERXWLWDQGZH¶UHPLVVLng out 
on something that could be really good fun, and could enjoy ourselves with.´ Leroy viewed 
sex as important as it was an extension of trust, respect and understanding within a 
relationship.  
The perceived physical and psychological benefits of sex were also commonly 
PHQWLRQHGDVFRQWULEXWLQJWRWKHLPSRUWDQFHWKDWVH[KHOGLQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶OLYHV&DOHE (78yr, 
heterosexual, married 30 years), for example, said that sex was ³SDFLI\LQJ«FDOPLQJQRQ-
stressful,´ while for Elijah (63yr, heterosexual, single/long-term client of sex worker) sex was 
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important because ³LW¶VIXQLW¶VHQMR\DEOH«JHWVULGRIWKHVWUHVV.´ Physical pleasure and 
release were commonly mentioned. For instance, Jack (64yr, heterosexual, married 7 years) 
reported that sex was important to him because ³LW¶VSDUWRIWKRVHSOHDVXUDEOHWKLQJVWKDW
make life worth living.´ Biological discourses were often drawn on in explaining why sex 
was important. For instance, Marty (77yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 22 years) said that 
sex influenced his mood, which he attributed to ³the release of chemicals and oxytocin and 
hormones.´ Edwin (66yr, heterosexual, married 40 years) reported that sex was important as 
³\RX¶UHQRWDQJU\«\RXNQRZJUXPS\ROGPHQGLVHDVH«VH[XDOfrustration makes you angry 
RUVRPHWKLQJ«VRLW¶VYHU\LPSRUWDQW,WKLQN.´  Brendan (71yr, heterosexual, married 43 
years) saw sex as being ³IXQGDPHQWDOLQWKHLQVWLQFWLYHEHKDYLRXURISHRSOH«LWQHHGVWREH
expressed in some way.´ 
In contrast to the view that sex was a highly important, if not fundamental part of life, 
a minority of participants indicated that sex had become less important to them as they grew 
older, or otherwise expressed some ambivalence about the importance of sex. For some 
participants this meant situating their reduced interest in or desire for sex within the ³decline´ 
discourse of sex in later life. Brian (62yr, heterosexual, married 41 years) said that for him 
sex is ³not the be all and end all like it was when I was 23 or 24.´ For Vaughn (71yr, 
heterosexual, in a relationship 8 years), his female partner was now ³the driving force´ in 
their sexual relationship, as ³VKHKDVDYHU\JUHDWVH[XDOQHHGZKHUHDV,MXVWGRQ¶WKDYHWKDW
anymore.´ Vaughn¶VFRPPHQWVwork to perform a more subordinated masculinity, in contrast 
to hegemonic ideals where men are typically the active pursuers of sex, and women the 
passive recipients or gatekeepers. Vaughn¶VFXUUHQWUHODWLRQVKLSVXEYHUWVWKLVWUDGLWLRQDO
gendered script. By positioning sex as a biological or physiological ³need´, Vaughn implies 
that his desire for sex is something that is out of his control. He is able to draw on decline 
narratives, where sexual drive ³naturally´ wanes. At the same time, Vaughn also positions 
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himself as having once adhered to hegemonic norms: he does not have a sexual need 
anymore, suggesting that at one time he did have a suitably masculine sexual drive.  
While participants such as Vaughn appeared to be at peace with the lesser importance 
of sex in their lives, for Igor (78yr, heterosexual, married 15years) the decreasing importance 
of sex was a process of resignation, rather than acceptance. Igor said that until recently he 
considered sex to be a very important aspect of his life. His wife lived with a long-term 
chronic illness, and they had not had any form of sexual encounter for many years. When 
asked why sex was no longer important, he replied: ³,¶YHZRUQGRZQDQGDFFHSWHGQRWKLQJ¶V
going to change.´ Igor described himself as ³getting around to accepting that this is what life 
LVDORQJZLWKWKHRWKHUWKLQJVWKDWDUH«GURSSLQJRIIDV\RXJHWROGHU.´  
 
What is Sexual Pleasure? 
,QVHHNLQJWRH[DPLQHKRZSDUWLFLSDQWV¶XQGHUVWRRGVH[XDOSOHDVXUHLWZDVDSSarent 
that most held complex and multifaceted understandings of what constitutes pleasure. While 
we have separated out the common elements of sexual pleasure in the ensuing discussion, it 
was often their co-occurrence that made sex pleasurable. Again, the components of 
SOHDVXUDEOHVH[ZHUHFORVHO\DOLJQHGZLWKWKHZD\VLQZKLFKSDUWLFLSDQWV¶XQGHUVWRRGDQG
defined sex.  
 
Orgasm and Physical Pleasure 
8QVXUSULVLQJO\RUJDVPZDVDFRPPRQIHDWXUHRISDUWLFLSDQWV¶GLVFXVVLRQV of what 
makes sex pleasurable. As Paul (67yr, heterosexual, married 43 years) put it ³,WKLQN
ultimately [for] VDWLVIDFWLRQ\RX¶YHJRWWRDFKLHYH\RXURUJDVP.´ However, it is important to 
note that it was rare for participants to focus solely on their own sexual pleasure, with the vast 
maMRULW\LQFOXGLQJ3DXOHPSKDVLVLQJWKHLPSRUWDQFHRIWKHLUSDUWQHU¶VVH[XDOSOHDVXUHDQG
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we return to this momentarily. For another participant, Wesley (69yr, heterosexual, single), 
orgasm was closely linked to ideas of what constitutes ³real´ sex. Wesley had experienced 
erectile ³dysfunction´ VLQFHKLVZLIH¶VGHDWKa decade ago. While Wesley had adjusted his 
views of sexual satisfaction somewhat, this was positioned as ³lesser´ in comparison to 
penetrative intercourse and ejaculation:  
 
If it GLGQ¶WVRUWRIKDSSHQ [getting an erection] and you just had a nice 
intimate sort of encounter, then it was okay.  But«sexual satisfaction really to 
me is intercourse and of course«for reaching your climax.  
 
In conjunction with orgasm, participants also identified a general sense of physical 
satisfaction, relaxation and release as part of what makes sex pleasurable. As Xavier (65yr, 
heterosexual, married 42 years) said, "iI,¶YHKDGUHDOO\JRRGVH[,MXVWOD\EDFNDQGMXVWLW
V
WKHPRVWUHOD[HG,¶YHHYHU IHOW«,FDQMXVWOD\WKHUHIRUKDOIDQKRXUDIWHUZDUGVDQGKDUGO\
move.´ However, some participants challenged the centrality of the orgasm to sexual 
pleasure. George (69yr, heterosexual, in an open relationship 10 years), for example, argued 
that orgasm alone was not sufficient for generating a sexually satisfying experience:  
 
If I have intercourse with somebody and it's extraordinarily unexciting, 
HYHQWKRXJKP\SHQLVPLJKW¶YHKDGDQRUJDVPP\EUDLQKDVQRWKDGDQRUJDVP
and therefore I can go away feeling disappointed.   
 
*HRUJH¶VGHILQLWLRQRIVH[ZDVEURDGDQGLQYROYHGPXOWLSOHFRPSRQHQWVDQGWKHVH
subsequently informed the ways in which he understood sexual pleasure.  
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Mutual Pleasure 
In contrast to the traditional (Western) sexual scripts that defined male sexual pleasure 
when they were growing up, most of the men placed a firm importance on mutual sexual 
pleasure within their partnered sexual relationships. Indeed, it was often giving someone else 
pleasure that made sex satisfying. As Vaughn (71yrs, heterosexual, in a relationship 8 years) 
said "the fact that someone else is enjoying it a lot and needs it as well is satisfying in itself of 
course´/LNHZLVHIRU*HRUJH\UVKHWHURVH[XDOLQDQRSHQUHODWLRQVKLS\HDUVVH[
ZDVVDWLVI\LQJ³when I can get my partner well and truly pleasured before I come, then I 
certainly feel much happier than otherwise.´  
The relationship between mutual pleasure, sexual scripts and masculinity is a 
somewhat ambiguous one. On the one hand, this focus on theiUSDUWQHU¶VSOHDVXUHFRXOGEH
read as these men embracing a more egalitarian sexual script, and adopting forms of 
masculinity based on sexual equality and mutual enjoyment rather than male domination. On 
the other hand, this can be read as a means of demonstrating sexual mastery and skill 
(Bertone & Camoletto, 2009) ± a core component of hegemonic masculinity ± and this is 
LPSOLHGLQ*HRUJH¶VFRPPHQWVDERYH+RZHYHUPDQ\RIWKHPHQH[SOLFLWO\VSHFLILHGWKDWLW
was mutual enjoyment and equality that made sex pleasurable for them. For example, Kane 
(63yr, heterosexual, in a relationship 3months) said when it came to fellatio ³,GRQ¶WORYHLW
that much, but it is important to me that you know that it's something that my partner wants to 
GR<RXNQRZWKDWZH¶UH giving stuff to each other.´ There is a clear focus here on sex as a 
mutually enjoyed, negotiated encounter.  
 
Bonding and Intimacy as Sexual Pleasure 
As noted earlier, the concepts of bonding and intimacy were central to many 
SDUWLFLSDQWV¶XQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIZKDWVH[LVDQGZK\LWLVLPSRUWDQW7KHVHalso carried 
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WKURXJKWRLQIRUPSDUWLFLSDQWV¶XQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIZKDWPDNHVVH[SOHDVXUDEOHDQGZHUHD
stURQJIRFXVRISDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHV. For Xavier (65yr, heterosexual, married 42 years), sex 
in a long-term monogamous relationship was key to sexual satisfaction. Xavier said ³I think 
it brings you closer, having sex with a life term partner is different than having sex with a one 
QLJKWVWDQG,WKLQNLW¶VIDUPRUHIXOILOOLQJ.´  
Consistent with the literature to date (Helmes & Chapman, 2012; McCarthy, Farr & 
McDonald, 2013; Trudel et al, 2014; Umberson et al, 2015; Yee, 2010), some participants in 
this study shifted their focus from orgasm to intimacy as a form of sexual satisfaction in later 
life. Brendan (71yr, heterosexual, married 43 years), for example, commented that for him 
sexual pleasure ³turns into more like stroking or a comfort thing, asserting that your partner is 
still a valuable person´ rather than being driven by a strong sexual drive. Likewise, Wesley 
(69yr, heterosexual, single) remarked that his emphasis had shifted away from orgasm as ³if 
\RXFDQ¶WJHWWRWKDWSRLQW>RUJDVP@«WKHQWKHHPSKDVLVLVRQWKHUHVWRILW«VRLW
EHFRPHV«YHU\LPSRUWDQWWKHURPDQWLFVLGHRILWDQGWKHWRXFKLQJ´. However, as we saw 
earlier, Wesley also placed a very strong focus on the importance of orgasm and penetration 
DVFRQVWLWXWLQJ³UHDO´VH[VXJJHVWLQJDdegree of contradiction and complexity in his account 
of sex and sexual pleasure in later life.   
 
DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION 
This article set out to explore the ways in which Australian men aged 60 or older 
understand and experience sex and sexual pleasure in later life. In line with our earlier 
GLVFXVVLRQRISUHYLRXVZRUNRQROGHUPHQ¶VVH[XDOLW\PHQLQRXUVWXG\HQJDJHGLQDUDQJHRI
competing discourse on masculinity, sex, relationships and older age. While there were 
certainly a number of dominant themes in our findings, there was not necessarily one way in 
which older men were ³doing´ sex and sexuality. That participants drew on diverse and, 
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occasionally, competing discursive positions was perhaps most clearly illustrated through the 
discussion on understandings of sex. Participants often held complex ± and at times 
contradictory ± understandings of what sex ³is´, with a majority viewing sex as broad and 
context-dependent. For others, sex was viewed in a more hierarchical manner, often drawing 
on stereotypical notions of ³real´ sex involving penetrative intercourse. This tended to be 
PLUURUHGLQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶XQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIVH[XDOSOHDVXUH)RUVRPHVH[XDOSOHDVXUHZDV
about bonding, intimacy and closeness, while for others, the corporeal, embodied pleasures of 
orgasm were most central. Sex remained important to a majority of participants, however for 
others the importance of sex declined, or was less central than it was when they were 
younger. These findings add to a growing body of work that seeks to challenge and disrupt 
simplistic notions of sex in later life as a linear decline or, conversely, as youthfully sexual. 
,QVWHDGRXUUHVHDUFKIXUWKHULOOXVWUDWHVWKHULFKQHVVDQGFRPSOH[LW\RIPHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHVRI
sex in later life. 
What do these findings tell us about masculinity and sexuality in later life? The men 
drew on a complex array of discursive positions that could both hinder or open up the 
opportunities for sexual pleasure. Importantly, the ways in which older men make sense of 
and approach sex in later life can be iterative (as demonstrated clearly in the example of 
Shane). Experiences of sex and sexual identity in later life have performative aspects to them: 
they are not always stable, essential or fixed in place. This opens up the potential for 
embodied experiences and understandings to be done differently ± though the ability to do so 
may be restrained by a range of structural forces and access to capital.  
The findings presented here illustrate the complex and nuanced ways in which 
discourses on sex, ageing, and masculinity inform and intertwine with embodied experiences 
of sex and material realities of the ageing body. The particular sets of discourses that 
participants drew on could, at times, play a fundamental role in shaping the ways in which 
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they made sense of and negotiated sex in later life. Participants¶ sexual subjectivities were 
performed with reference to both hegemonic and non-hegemonic (or subordinated) 
masculinities. For some, occupying a place of subordinated masculinity opened up the space 
for new encounters, pleasures, and experiences. For others, shifts in their sexual relationships 
and ³function´ could be experienced in a different way ± and the experiences of participants 
with erectile ³dysfunction´ provide a useful example here. Some men were able to accept this 
corporeal change through an emphasis on sexual scripts that prioritised intimacy, bonding 
and mutual pleasure, while decentering the perceived importance of the erect penis to sex, 
similar WRSDUWLFLSDQWVLQ+XJKHV¶ (2011) qualitative Australian work on older men with 
prostate cancer. For other men, ED or other forms of sexual ³decline´ were indeed 
experienced as distressing or as a loss, particularly if they adhered to the notion that 
penetration constituted ³real´ sex. In this respect, our findings add to and expand previous 
research (e.g., Lodge et al, 2012), where men almost universally experienced ED as 
distressing, and illustrate the importance of examining intersecting understandings of 
sexuality, masculinity and the ageing body. 
Others drew on or rejected different aspects of hegemonic masculinity based on their 
own embodied experiences and material realities. That is, some older men simultaneously 
performed their masculinity in hegemonic and non-hegemonic ways. While discourses 
around sexual decline in later life can be damaging to or limit sexual expression, men in our 
study also used this discourse to make sense of and come to accept changes in their bodies as 
they aged. 6LPLODUWRSDUWLFLSDQWVLQ%HUWRQHDQG&DPROHWWR¶V Italian research, our 
participants drew on a complex ³patchwork´ of discursive positions and scripts, with 
³traditional´ and ³contemporary´ sexual norms, and hegemonic/non-hegemonic masculine 
LGHDOVDOOYDULDEO\GUDZQXSRQLQSDUWLFLSDQWV¶UHVSRQVHV. Older men are thus ³bricoleurs´ in 
their approach to doing masculinity and sex in later life. That is, they piece together disparate 
31 
 
 
 
subject positions in order to establish or perform an ageing masculinity, perhaps as a result of 
the absence of clear norms for being an older man, as suggested by Spector-Mersel (2006).   
,QOLQHZLWK6DQGEHUJ¶VDUHVHDUFKLntimacy and bonding were central to 
PHQ¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJVDQGH[SHULHQFHVRIVH[LQODWHUOLIH Our research builds upon 
6DQGEHUJ¶VE\ demonstrating the ways in which tKHVHFRQFHSWVXQGHUSLQQHGPHQ¶V
understandings of what sex ³is´, why sex is important, and what makes sex pleasurable. 
Intimacy and bonding were often drawn on to account for why older men continued to 
engage in or desire sexual expression even in the absence of a biological ³drive´ or 
³functional´ penis. They allow men to simultaneously adhere to the notion that their bodies 
are in ³decline,´ while also accounting for the fact that they remain sexual beings.  
Research with younger men suggests that intimacy and bonding are important within 
established relationships, while hegemonic norms around the objectification of women, 
sexual prowess, and homosociality are drawn on when discussing casual sex (Elmerstig et al, 
2014). Lodge et al (2012) found that American couples in ³deep´ old age emphasised the 
centrality of emotional intimacy, rather than sex, in their relationships. Likewise, participants 
in Umberson et al¶V (2015, p. 552) American qualitative study on emotional intimacy in 
couples reported ³declining sexual frequency and increased emotional intimacy with time´ 
and drew on a set of emotive practices to ³redefine the symbolic importance of sex in relation 
to intimacy´ by constructing sex as less central to emotional intimacy. In contrast, our 
participants drew on notions of intimacy and bonding seemingly regardless of the relationship 
context, age, or physical sexual ³function.´ While the focus on bonding and intimacy can 
certainly be read as a way in which older men sought to negotiate material changes to their 
ageing bodies (such as ED or decreased desire for sex), and some men did reposition that 
importance of sex (particularly penetrative sex) in their lives, men in this study almost 
universally identified intimacy and bonding as a fundamental component of sex in a number 
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of distinct ways. Indeed, sex (broadly defined) was seen as central to developing and 
maintaining intimacy within a relationship. Yet, the corporeal, physical pleasure of sex (such 
DVRUJDVPUHPDLQHGFHQWUDOWRPHQ¶VXQGHUVWDQGLQJVRIZKDWPDNHVVH[SOHDVXUDEOH 
³Pleasurable´ sex occurred for many of our participants at the nexus of intimacy, bonding 
and physical pleasure. 
There was also no evidence that older men engage in sex with women as a form of 
homosocial bonding, and many participants commented that they did not talk to their male 
peers about sex. However, talk about sex was still an avenue for older men to ³do´ 
masculinity, albeit in occasionally different ways to their younger counterparts. Our findings 
regarding the importance of intimacy in later life support those of Sandberg (2013a, 2015) 
and Bertone and Camoletto (2009), where intimacy opens up the potential for new ways of 
being sexual in later life, enabling older men to take up a more diverse range of masculine 
performances and more diverse sexual practices. At the same time, there was also some 
HYLGHQFHDVZLWK6DQGEHUJ¶VSDUWLFLSDQWVWKDWWKHQRUPRILQWLPDF\ was replacing, rather 
than disrupting, hierarchical sexual norms and subject positions.   
As with all research, there were a number of limitations with the current study. The 
participants who took part in this project were typically highly educated, and comfortable 
talking at length about sex. They often openly questioned the extent to which they were 
³like´ their peers based on their willingness to discuss sex. Thus, the interview findings must 
be understood as the product of a particular context. Further, given that the researcher who 
conducted the interviews was a young woman, it is important to consider how this may have 
VKDSHGSDUWLFLSDQWV¶GLVFXssions on sex. We come from the position that talk about sex is 
performative, so it is thus important to consider who the intended audience of this 
performance was. For instance, we should question how the interview context might have 
VKDSHGSDUWLFLSDQWV¶focus on mutual sexual pleasure, and intimacy and bonding, and how or 
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whether this would be different if the interviewer was male and/or older (see also, Lodge & 
Umberson, 2013). We sought to recruit a diverse sample of older Australians. While we do 
not consider this a limitation per se given the exploratory nature of this study, future research 
would benefit from undertaking a more focused analysis of particular groups of older men, 
for example married men or single men. In other respects, our sample was quite 
homogeneous. For example, the majority of participants were university educated and/or 
professionally employed (or were, prior to retirement). Socio-economic and cultural 
background shapes the ways in which masculinity is, or can be, performed (Connell & 
Messerschmidt, 2005). For instance, Lodge and Umberson (2013, p. 226) argue that men 
from relatively privileged social and cultural groups are ³more likely to have social and 
economic resources with which to mitigate the most distressing effects´ of experiences of the 
ageing body. This suggests that the transferability of the results presented here to other 
contexts is likely to be limited. As such, future research should examine the experiences of 
men from more diverse backgrounds (e.g., working class, non-university educated, gay men 
and so forth). Finally, as this research was concerned with exploring a breadth of topics 
related to sex in later life, key themes relating to understandings of sex and sexuality were not 
always interrogated in as much depth as they would have been if they were the sole focus of 
the study. This has posed some limitations in terms of the depth of the data generated, and 
future studies may benefit from exploring these topics in a more focused way than we were 
able to.    
This study is the first Australian research to interview a qualitative sample of older 
men about sex and sexual pleasure. The findings add to the growing body of evidence that 
sex remains an important component of life for many older men. At the same time, the 
experiences of our participants were diverse and complex, and it is important to remain 
cognisant of this. This highlights the importance of health care practitioners not to assume 
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that older individuals are ³asexual,´ and to engage in discussions on sexual wellbeing with 
older clients where relevant to them. One of the most important implications from this study 
is that many older men challenge the phallocentric model of sex, and therefore social 
stereotypes of male sexuality reproduced through marketing for ³erectile enhancement´ 
medications such as Viagra. Future studies that focus on sexual pleasure and ³function´ in 
later life should take such findings into consideration. Likewise, health care professionals 
should seek to explore alternative sexual practices that encourage a sense of intimacy and 
bonding with men experiencing erectile ³dysfunction,´ rather than relying solely on the use 
of medications. Finally, there is a need to continue to challenge discourses that limit the 
opportunities for pleasure and sexual expression in later life, without creating the pressure or 
expectation that older men must be sexual. It is important for researchers and health care 
providers alike to remain mindful RIWKHGLYHUVLW\RIPHQ¶VH[SHULHQFHVRIDQGWKH
importance assigned to, sex in later life. We do a disservice to older men if we 
unquestioningly pigeonhole them as either asexual or, conversely, as ³youthfully´ sexual, 
rather than recognising and embracLQJWKHIXOOGLYHUVLW\RIPHQ¶VVH[XDOH[SUHVVLRQ  
 
Ethical approval: All procedures performed in studies involving human participants 
were in accordance with the ethical standards of the institutional and/or national research 
committee and with the 1964 Helsinki declaration and its later amendments or comparable 
ethical standards. Informed consent was obtained from all individual participants included in 
the study.  
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